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	1. Prologue

**Disclaimer: I don't own Merlin.**

**Hello, everyone! I'm very excited about this new story – it's an idea I've had for a while now and I'm so happy I took the time to write out an outline so this can actually happen. I really hope you enjoy it =) **

Arthur came in after a long day in the training grounds. Merlin was trailing behind him, already holding his sword and shield. Once in his chambers, Arthur removed the metal breast plate and put it on the table.

"See that that's polished well," he said to his servant. "And the leather strap on my sheath is starting to fray."

"Yes, Sire," answered Merlin, struggling to pick up the armour. He wordlessly left and Arthur strode over to his desk, looking for a particular ledger. He stopped when he saw a red envelope perfectly centered on the desktop and he reached for it curiously. It was sealed with the Pendragon crest and his name was written on the front. He opened it and his frown turned into a loving smile when he realized it was a valentine – that's right, he remembered, it was Saint Valentine's Day.

_To the strongest and most loyal King Camelot has ever seen. All my love, G. _

* * *

><p>Sir Leon was the last one in the armoury and he heard a strange noise at the door. Hanging up his shield, he cautiously crossed the room and threw the door open, his sword still in his hands ready to strike. Rather than a bandit or even a thief, he was face to face with Arthur's breastplate and a hand struggling to unlatch the door.<p>

"Oh, Merlin," he said with a laugh. "It's only you."

"Thanks," Merlin said, adjusting his heavy load. Leon stepped aside so the servant could pass and then replaced his sword on the rack.

"I was on my way out. I'll see you tomorrow."

"See you," Merlin answered, allowing the breastplate to fall onto the table with a loud crash. The knight chuckled to himself – Arthur would berate his servant if he knew that's how Merlin treated his armour when he wasn't around – and went to his chambers. His eye instantly caught a red envelope lying on his bed. The Pendragon crest indicated it was official business and Leon tried to think what it could be; he had, after all, spent the entire day with King and he hadn't mentioned anything.

Sir Leon tugged at the paper and the wax let go. Inside was a simple card.

_To the most honourable Knight of Camelot. Happy Saint Valentine's Day. Love G. _

* * *

><p>Sir Percival, a man of few words but big heart, straightened up from his washbasin and dried his face with the towel. He enjoyed training days – it was always fun when the Knights got together and practiced – but he had certainly worked up a sweat. It was uncharacteristically warm but no one minded the extra sunshine; it was certainly better than the dreariness that the country usually offered this time of the year.<p>

Percival opened his wardrobe and took out a clean tunic. He heard something fall onto the floor and once his shirt was on, he bent down and picked up the red envelope. It was addressed to _Sir Percival_ and he was surprised to pull out a card.

_To the strongest Knight of Camelot. Happy Saint Valentine's Day. Love G. _

* * *

><p>"I thought Merlin was going to faint when Arthur charged him with that lance," Gwaine said as he and Elyan strode down the hall towards their chambers.<p>

"As did I," Elyan replied. "But I bet if we were to stick him on a horse, he could do alright in a joust. He's light and agile."

"He's learned that from being Arthur's target practice all these years."

The Knights laughed.

"Will you be at supper?" Gwaine asked, pausing outside his door. Elyan nodded.

"Then I'll see you there."

Elyan walked further down the hall and entered his room. It was stately compared to what he had lived in most his life, even if it was simply furnished. Elyan undid the clasp of his cloak and hung it on the hook near the fireplace. Resting on the stone mantle was a red envelope, his name scripted across the front. He wondered who it could be from. His only family was Gwen and his only friends the Knights.

Elyan flipped the envelope open and frowned when he saw the mighty dragon imprinted in wax. It wasn't until he opened it did he realize what it was.

_To the most loyal Knight of Camelot. Happy Saint Valentine's Day. Love G. _

* * *

><p>Gwaine threw open his door with a flourish and strode into his room. He undid his cloak and tossed it onto his bed before pulling off his chainmail and tunic. These ended up tossed onto the chair in the corner – he would sort them out after dinner. The candle burning on the desk told him he had about half an hour before the food would be served. Good, he thought, plenty of time for a wash.<p>

Picking up the pitcher of water, Gwaine held it over the basin but stopped himself just in time. Lying at the bottom of the ceramic bowl was a red envelope. Gwaine smiled out of pure delight; he loved receiving notes from people of the female persuasion and wondered who it was from this time – he had to admit that placing the card in the washbasin was a unique touch. He barely even noticed the crest as he tore it open and pulled out the card.

_To the most courageous Knight of Camelot. Happy Saint Valentine's Day. Love G. _

**I know this isn't very indicative of what is to come but I hope it piqued your interest! The story will feature adventure, friendship, and (as is typical for me), at least some degree of hurt/sick Knights. Also, the historian in me is begging to make it known that that while Saint Valentine lived before the times of Arthur, Saint Valentine's Day was celebrated until centuries after the approximate Arthurian dates – it's called fanfiction for a reason! Reviews are much appreciated, thanks! **

**Additionally, I'm pleased to announce a new writing initiative! I'm actually trying to schedule writing into my days now and I hope to always update on Friday evening. This doesn't just apply for this story but for all the stories I'm currently working on, including my other Merlin story, **_**A Long Week**_**, as well as a Harry Potter story and a Cinderella story - feel free to check them out!****. **


	2. Chapter 1

**Disclaimer: I don't own Merlin.**

**Hello, everyone! Thank you for such an encouraging response to the prologue. I'm very excited about where this story is going to go so I'll stop talking now and let you enjoy the first chapter – it's much more interactive than the teaser!**

Arthur Pendragon's first thought when he woke up was that it was going to be a long day. The Round Table was gathering for what was sure to be hours of discussion over trade policy, updates from captains of the army, and lots of time spent talking about improving security along the borders of Camelot.

Outside, rain was hitting the windows with a determined consistency. That was something, at least. Arthur always found it easier to concentrate with gloomy skies as there was no brilliant sunshine beckoning his body and mind outside.

Beside him in bed, Gwen stirred and opened her eyes slowly. Her face broke into a smile when she met Arthur's eyes.

"Good morning," she said, stretching.

"'Morning," Arthur answered, leaning in to kiss her forehead. "Did you sleep well?"

Gwen nodded.

"And you?"

"I think so," replied Arthur. "I have the oddest feeling that I slept all night, but not soundly."

"I'm sorry."

Gwen's voice was full of concern but Arthur reassured her with a smile.

"I'll be fine. Maybe I was subconsciously dreading the council meeting."

Gwen laughed.

"Maybe," she agreed. "But it won't be so bad; they're never as terrible as you expect them to be."

"I'm certain you're right," Arthur said, sitting up. "Where is Merlin? He should be here by now with breakfast."

"I'm sure he'll be along any moment."

Arthur didn't comment – Gwen was much more understanding about these things than he was – and as she predicted, the door opened a few minutes later.

"Good morning," chirped Merlin, setting a platter down on the table. He began serving up two plates of food. "How did you sleep?"

"Fine," Arthur answered. "What have you been up to this morning? You're late."

"I know, I'm sorry," Merlin apologised. "Gaius needed help last night and I didn't get to bed until late."

"So what you're not telling me is that you overslept. A few years ago, I'd have you in the stocks for that."

"And what a wonderful few rotten fruit free years it has been," Merlin answered, setting the plates and cutlery out in front of the empty chairs. "Breakfast is ready whenever you are," he added.

"Thank you, Merlin," Gwen said, tying on a silk dressing gown.

"Can you build up the fire?" Arthur asked once seated at the table. "It's cold in here."

"Of course," said Merlin. "It must be the rain; the whole castle has a chill today."

"Must be," Arthur murmured, though he was beginning to think it wasn't just the rain. As he looked down at his breakfast, he suddenly wasn't hungry. Gwen noticed immediately that her husband wasn't eating.

"Arthur? Are you alright?"

Merlin glanced over his shoulder from the fireplace.

"Yes, of course," Arthur answered. "I'm simply not hungry."

Merlin stood up.

"I can get you something else if you'd prefer."

"No," Arthur said, pushing his chair back. "I'll be fine."

"Arthur, you need to eat at least a little bit of breakfast," insisted Gwen. "You won't be able to have anything until lunch."

"I know."

Arthur crossed the room and opened the cupboards, pulling out a clean tunic and pair of trousers.

"Come on, Merlin, make yourself useful and help me get ready. I need full attire today."

"Your armour is freshly polished," Merlin answered, hurrying over to help.

* * *

><p>An hour later, Gwen and Arthur had both dressed and Merlin had finished clearing away the breakfast dishes and cleaning the room. He felt like protesting when Arthur moved from the window, where he had been staring aimlessly at the rain, towards the freshly-made bed and sat on it. When he noticed the pained look Arthur was wearing, however, the wrinkled sheets were forgotten. As Gwen had already left to gather scrolls they would need, Merlin took it upon himself to ask.<p>

"Are you alright?"

"What?" Arthur seemed to be in a daze and it took him a few seconds longer than usual to realise Merlin had said something. "Yes."

"Are you sure?"

"Merlin," Arthur sighed.

"I'm sorry," Merlin said, not sounding sorry at all. "But you don't look well."

"I am perfectly healthy."

The more Merlin studied his friend, the more it became evident that this was not true. There was very little Merlin could say to point this out but chose to say it anyway.

"If you aren't feeling up to it, you can postpone the meeting," he reminded the King.

"It's too much hassle to do that," Arthur answered with a deep sigh as he stood. "Better to just get it over with."

"If you say so."

* * *

><p>The Round Table was truly an impressive sight to behold even when the room was cold with damp and grey from the clouds outside. Around it sat the Knights of Camelot with their King and Queen as equals. Merlin stood off to the side, ready to act if anyone needed anything. He understood why Arthur didn't like these meetings; though important, they had the potential to be dreadfully boring and long.<p>

The meeting had already been in progress for two hours and the first order on the agenda was still being discussed. Merlin's mind wandered from what was being said to looking around the table. He knew most of the Knights by now, though the ones who closest to Arthur he knew the best and considered them friends in his own right. Percival, Elyan, Percival, Gwaine, and Leon were sitting in a line to the King's right and Gwen was to his left. It may be the light, Merlin thought, but none of them apart from Gwen seemed to be fully invested in the trade policy that was being discussed. Instead, they all appeared tired and slightly pale.

Narrowing his eyes slightly, Merlin studied at Arthur. He, too, looked tired and pale. Arthur was at least engaged in conversation but the more he spoke, the more Merlin heard the tickle in his throat.

While listening to two members of the council debate the finer points of a contract clause, Arthur began to cough. When it didn't pass after a few seconds, Merlin quickly poured a goblet of water from the small sideboard and hurried over with it.

"Thanks," Arthur murmured, sipping the cool liquid. It seemed to do the trick and he handed back the goblet before Merlin had the chance to ask if he was alright. Merlin noticed that Gwen was looking as concerned as he felt and that at least reassured him as he took his place in the background again.

The debate droned on and Gwen reached over and touched Arthur's arm. The King turned to look at her.

"Arthur," Gwen whispered. "Are you alright?"

Arthur didn't answer right away and Gwen spoke again.

"Do you need a break for a few moments?"

Arthur desperately wanted to say yes but he shook his head. Gwen sighed, nodded in resignation, and straightened in her seat.

* * *

><p>The next few hours were hard on Arthur and his condition grew steadily worse. Finally, after Merlin had brought him his third cup of water, he cleared his throat and stood up. The Knight who had been talking stopped and everyone at the table turned to look at their King.<p>

"I'm terribly sorry," Arthur said in a hoarse voice. "But I must call a recess to this council. We will reconvene in one week's time."

As he pushed his chair back, everyone at the table stood and bowed before turning to each other, whispering about what could be wrong with Arthur. Gwen and Merlin followed him into a chamber off the hall and he immediately sank into a chair, pulling off the crown in desperation. There was a dark ring around his head where it had been sitting, the hair damp with sweat.

"What's wrong?" Gwen asked, kneeling before him. "What is ailing you?"

"My head," Arthur murmured, leaning forward and pinching the bridge of his nose as he closed his eyes. "The world is spinning and my stomach is unsettled."

Gwen pressed her hand against his forehead.

"You're burning up," she said. She glanced at Merlin. "Help me get him to his chambers."

Leaving through the back door of the chamber, Gwen and Merlin walked on either side of Arthur and soon he was being eased onto his bed.

"Find Gaius," Gwen said. "I'll help him undress."

Merlin nodded and ran to the rooms he and the physician shared. He told Gaius what had happened and soon they were both back in the royal chambers. Gwen had tucked Arthur into bed and was gently sponging his face with a wet rag.

"What do you think it is?" Arthur asked Gaius once the physician had examined him. Gaius smiled.

"It doesn't appear to be anything more than a case of influenza," he said. "A few days' rest and you'll be as good as new, Sire."

Arthur nodded.

"Thank you, Gaius."

His eyes slid closed and Gwen and Merlin followed Gaius across the chamber, pausing by the door.

"I'll mix up a potion that will make him more comfortable," said Gaius. "But it is nothing to be concerned about."

"I'm not sure that's true," Gwen replied seriously and Gaius looked intrigued.

"What makes you say that, My Lady?"

"There were others at the council meeting who appeared ill."

"I noticed them as well," Merlin confirmed, glancing at Gwen. "Leon, Percival, Elyan, and Gwaine. They were all pale and looked extremely tired."

"They were also having trouble concentrating," Gwen added.

Gaius frowned.

"I suppose the sickness could be going around," he admitted. "I will look into it and report back to you as soon as I can. In the meantime, make sure he rests."

"I will," Merlin and Gwen said at the same time. Gaius smiled.

"I can see he will be well looked after."

* * *

><p>Two hours later, Gaius returned to Arthur's chambers. Gwen had changed from her formal red gown into something more comfortable for nursing her sick husband and Merlin couldn't seem to sit still. He was continually sorting things, cleaning, fetching fresh water and rags, and straightening what he'd already sorted.<p>

"And?" he asked as soon as Gaius entered the chamber.

"You were right," Gaius answered. "All of them have taken to their beds with the same symptoms as Arthur."

"What about the rest of the council?"

"Everyone else I spoke with seems healthy," Gaius said. "But Arthur spends a lot of time with these specific four and they likely passed it around between themselves."

"Guinevere?" Arthur asked and Gwen hurried to his side. She sat next to him and smiled.

"Hi," she said. "How do you feel?"

"Like I was trampled by a horse," admitted Arthur. "What was Gaius saying just now abut passing something around?"

"Nothing you need concern yourself with," Gwen said soothingly but Arthur wasn't going to be placated so easily.

"Gaius?" he called and the physician, followed by Merlin, went to his bedside. "What's going on? There's something she's not telling me. What's happened?"

"It appears," Gaius said carefully. "That four of your Knights have come down with the same sickness."

"Which four?"

"Leon, Percival, Elyan, and Gwaine."

"And you're certain it's the same illness?"

"Quite," Gaius answered. "The symptoms are almost identical. All of them are suffering from strong headaches, dizziness, nausea, fever, and exhaustion."

"When did they get sick?"

"From what they said, they weren't feeling well before the council met but began feeling worse as the meeting went on."

Arthur frowned.

"What is it?" Gwen asked.

"How common is that?" Arthur asked Gaius. "Five people getting sick at almost exactly the same time?"

"I suppose it's not usually this close," replied Gaius. "But sicknesses like this spread easily and often follow the same pattern."

"What about the other Knights?"

"No one else is unwell, Sire."

"What are you thinking, Arthur?" Gwen asked. She could sense something was troubling Arthur.

"All of the Knights had a training session yesterday," he said slowly. "If it were a normal sickness, more of the Knights would have fallen ill this morning. It seems too much of a coincidence that it's those four and me; they're my most trusted advisors and strongest Knights."

"It almost feels like it's been set up to happen this way," Merlin said after considering what Arthur had said. Arthur nodded and continued.

"And we've seen this before."

"We have?" Gwen asked.

"With Morgana," Merlin said before Arthur could answer. The King nodded and let his servant continue. "She made everyone sick and they fell asleep so Morgause could attack a defenceless Camelot."

"Surely you do not think Morgana is behind this, Sire," Gaius said. "How could she achieve it? What is she trying to accomplish?"

"I don't know how she did it," Arthur replied. "But she is intent on claiming the Pendragon throne. She intends for this illness to kill me."

He threw back the covers and tried to get up.

"You must rest, Sire," Gaius said firmly as both Gwen and Merlin moved to stop him. "You'll only play into Morgana's hand if you work while you're in this state."

"I have no choice," Arthur insisted. "If Morgana's plan has been to kill me with this sickness, then I'm going to die either way. I must see that Camelot is prepared."

"And you have other Knights who can take care of it," Gwen said before Gaius could object. "I will personally oversee it if that would make you more comfortable."

Arthur sighed.

"You need to rest, Arthur."

"I don't think Morgana wants you to die this way," Merlin said. All the heads in the room turned to look at him.

"Enlighten us, Merlin," Arthur said in a harsher tone than he meant to use. "How do you know what Morgana wants?"

"If she only wanted you dead, why are the other sick as well?" Merlin asked reasonably. "I think she's counting on two things: first, she'll know that you and your entire privy council will be out of commission because of this sickness. Second, knowing that, she'll be expecting Camelot to be vulnerable to an attack because there's no one to give orders on how to defend the city. She's banking on the sheer chaos of an attack to bring the city to its knees."

Merlin's words hung in the air and it was Gwen who spoke first.

"He's right," Gwen said, looking at Arthur. The King sighed.

"Yes," he agreed, saying it in a tone that portrayed that he really hated having to admit that his servant had a valid point. "But if that's the case, we still need to get the city ready. We don't know when Morgana will come."

"Let me worry about that," Gwen said. "You need to do what Gaius says."

Arthur sighed again but re-settled himself in bed.

"Thank you for agreeing," Gwen added, leaning down to kiss his forehead. "I promise I'll do everything I can to make the city ready."

She stood and left the chamber.

"I'll be back to check on you and the Knights regularly," Gaius told him before he, too, left the chamber.

"What about you?" Arthur asked Merlin. "What are you going to do?"

Merlin shrugged.

"What do you need me to do?"

"Help Gwen," Arthur said. "And come back every hour and tell me what the plans are."

"Don't you trust her?"

"Of course I do," Arthur replied defensively. "I just need to know."

"Control freak," Merlin muttered. "But as you wish, Sire."

"Oh, and Merlin?"

"Yes?"

"Don't tell her I told you to tell me everything."

"Right."

"I'm serious, Merlin."

"I know. I won't let it slip."

"I won't hesitate to put you in the stocks. I don't care how long it's been."

"I promise, Arthur. Now please, go to sleep."

Merlin, by this time, had reached the door and as he left, he couldn't help but roll his eyes.

**Reviews are much appreciated, thanks! **


End file.
